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Organizations

Danielle Shtab
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Abstract
The nonprofit organization Bronx River Alliance has changed the Bronx River for the better. This paper
investigates the need for nonprofit, grassroots organizations similar to, if not modeled mainly after, the
Bronx River Alliance in order to revitalize similarly affected riparian areas in urban landscapes across
America. The details of capital improvements, the organization’s unique structure and data on how the
environment has improved in the Bronx River area is used to analyze the progress that has been made
up to the current day. Certain ecological data on the Bronx River is explored for the sake of clarity.
Throughout the report, research from the fields of History, Politics and Urban Planning are incorporated
in order to explain the background of the Bronx River Alliance. The requirements needed to build
natural riparian greenways and the benefits that those areas will bring are also discussed. Additionally,
plans that the Alliance has put into practice through Capital Improvement Projects are highlighted. In the
final evaluation, the organization is broken down to its most basic fundamentals in order for its policy to
be adapted by other organizations.
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Introduction: What is the Most Effective Way to Structure an Environmental Organization?
The Bronx is a borough of New York City that has been repeatedly neglected over the past few
decades. Its residents’ access to nature, the state of public natural areas, and the flora and fauna of the
borough has been severely damaged for quite some time. The Bronx River, the only freshwater river in
New York City, flows through the Bronx and has been paid scant attention to for much of its history.
The edges of the river, the riparian zone, have continually been sacrificed for industries ranging from
snuff making to wholesale food markets. However, in the past few decades local nonprofit organizations
like the Bronx River Alliance have transformed those industrial areas surrounding the Bronx River into
places that are wholly new and far more integrated with the natural environment than they had been
before. They have plans to continue to make changes for the entire waterfront into the future.
Freshwater rivers are vital to the health of numerous populations of organisms ranging from eels
and spawning trout, to beavers and muskrats that make the river their home. Healthy rivers need a green
buffer in the form of native vegetation or simply parkland to prevent runoff from urban activities from
draining into the river and affecting other ecosystems and bodies of water downstream. Unfortunately
for many urban rivers that buffer is absent. Across the United States there are rivers within the urban
landscape that are unhealthy and have been so since industrial activities first began. These activities have
severely impaired the ecological functions of those rivers and the benefits that they normally provide to
the environment. In order to highlight how best environmental organizations can best address these
problems I will review the different types of urban environmental organizations. Next, I will review the
social and ecological history of the Bronx river and discuss how those who used it changed it, for better
or worse, and how this ultimately set the stage for the beginnings of the Bronx River Alliance. I will then
discuss the politics that went into action, to improve the Bronx River. I will also discuss the planning that
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is starting to go into place to make cities greener. This is important because it will not only improve the
lives of millions and prevent environmental catastrophe but it will also completely revitalize the cities
themselves.
During my time as a Development Intern at the Bronx River Alliance, I learned the ins and outs
of the Alliance’s plans to clean up and restore the river, build a continuous park alongside the river,
teach the public through a rigorous education program about the river and also provide recreational
opportunities and outreach to the community in order to engage citizens with the river. Through an
indepth investigation of the Bronx River Alliance’s policies, I will be able explain how the different
pieces of the Alliance’s work can come together and be applied to other rivers in similar situations. With
climate change and other environmental catastrophes looming, there needs to be a better plan to think
about preserving our truly priceless natural resources and creating a sustainable future.
Chapter 1: Types of Environmental Organizations and Their Structures.
There are numerous urban environmental organizations across the country. Urban ecological
management is increasingly being recognized as an important part of the environmental movement. There
are many organizations in rural areas across the United States, but the burgeoning urban environmental
movement must be recognized. Oftentimes urban nonprofit organizations will serve communities hit
hardest by environmental injustices that are not big name environmental. These problems may range
from illegal dumping to a lack of green space in a community, to simply littering. Little has been
published on the organizational structure of environmental organizations in comparison with work done
on other kinds of organizations, but they can be classified into a few basic categories.
National Environmental Organizations. When most people think of environmental nonprofit
organizations they think of wellknown groups such as The Sierra Club or The Audubon Society. These
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national organizations have been around for some time and are large parts of the environmental
movement to this day. Two types of these national organizations are 501(c)(3) organizations, like The
Sierra Club Foundation, which supports a variety of environmental groups and partners, and 501(c)(4)
organizations, like the Sierra Club, which is essentially a social welfare organization that can accept all
gifts it receives and commit them to legislative lobbying and political advocacy.1 It is important to make
the distinction between the two because it alerts you to whether an organization participates in political
lobbying or not. The Bronx River Alliance is a 501(c)(3) which enables it to help a community and be
helped by multiple partners but it cannot lobby or be too politically active, an aspect of its structure that
does grant it limitations.
Evidence has begun pointing to the conclusion that national environmental organizations are
actually stagnating and becoming far more corporate than the rest of the environmental movement ever
was. As Environment, Inc. points out, in the past few decades there has been little to no change in the
lineup of prominent environmental 501(c)(4) national organizations.2 It is not necessarily bad that the
same organizations have stayed around for decades, but it means that the industry is now a sort of
oligopoly. Large organizations now have less motivation to appeal to smaller groups or individuals
because of their bountiful corporate sponsorship. This is in direct contrast with the rest of the grassroots
nonprofit environmental sector, which has grown from 1995 to 2007 by 4.6 percent each year, faster
than the overall total population of registered nonprofits.3 The stagnation and corporatization of
nationalized environmental advocacy groups leaves a gap for local advocates to get involved and grow.
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“FAQs,” accessed March 21, 2016 http://www.sierraclubfoundation.org/faqs
Bosso, Environment Inc, 9
3
Straughan, Baird. "The broader movement: Nonprofit environmental and conservation organizations, 19892005."
(2008) Page 9.
2
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Another weakness to consider with national nonprofit organizations is that everyday problems faced by
certain communities are forgotten, while big name problems get the spotlight.
Local Urban Environmental Organizations. Local waterfront urban nonprofit environmental
organizations are now on the rise. These federallyinitiated organizations grew from 7 percent to around
16 percent of the environmental nonprofit population from the late 90’s to the early 2000’s. Currently,
there are more than 20,000 of these organizations in existence in the United States.4 The emergence of
these smaller, citizenfocused organizations has been attributed to local governments cutting their own
budgets for water resources management and thus turning to citizen organizations as partners in
protecting water quality.5 Today, around 11 percent of local urban environmental organizations in the
United States are dedicated to water resources as well as wetland conservation and management.
With this limitation, it is imperative that the budget is there for environmental nonprofits. One
example of a local nonprofit environmental organization is Friends of Flushing Creek which is completely
memberdriven in terms of its budget and its advocacy.6 Local nonprofits like Friends of Flushing Creek
have the liberty to both advocate on behalf of the issues that they seek to address, and to take political
stands as an organization. However, due to that fact, one potential problem they can run into is that they
will oftentimes be less visible as an organization than National Nonprofits or PublicPrivate partnerships.
Additionally, they address a select problem instead of a wider range of issues. Friends of Flushing
Creek is concerned with similar problems to the Bronx River Alliance, one of them being the lack of a
Long Term Plan for combined sewage overflows in Flushing Creek, but they do not focus on
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GuideStar. “Directory of Charities and Nonprofit Organizations,” Accessed March 21, 2016.
https://www.guidestar.org/nonprofitdirectory/environmentanimals/conservationenvironmentaleducation/13.aspx
5
Ibid, 5.
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(2008) Page, 17.
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overarching infrastructure and instead solely advocate for Flushing Creek’s long term plan. They also
lack in partner organizations that can help them achieve the goal, since they have a smaller presence.
PrivatePublic Urban Environmental Organizations. Nonprofit environmental organizations
in general have been trending towards decentralization, with a tendency towards regional or local
efforts. Organizing affected communities in general has become the norm for environmental nonprofits in
the United States.7 Oftentimes, nonprofit organizations seek the aid of government, and form
privatepublic organizations. This is the case for the Bronx River Alliance. Publicprivate partnerships
have the advantage of government support to provide a vital service to community members who are
disadvantaged by their income but are not completely tied to bureaucracy. Normally, government may
not be able to provide certain services uniquely needed by those areas and thus inequality accrues in
certain communities. Noted community leader turned social entrepreneur Majora Carter, of the South
Bronx, continues to be a fan of the Bronx River Alliance. Her opinion matches many persons’ opinions
on the river and the Bronx River Alliance, one of intense appreciation and love, “I think it’s one of the
smartest things which is that it did what most nonprofits are incapable of doing...develop a real,
structured way of working with bringing people together so they can experience a collective action but
also develop their own autonomy and use their best approaches.”8
Publicprivate partnerships not any balance out inequalities of poor communities. Midtown
Manhattan’s Central Park Conservancy is another publicprivate urban environmental organization, but
it is unique in that it serves an area of New York City that it serves communities far wealthier than the
Bronx River Alliance does. The programs that the Central Park Conservancy reflect that fact. Their
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education program on the history of the park and cleaning up and maintaining the parks not reflect
systemic inequality.9 In contrast, the Bronx River Alliance’s programs and mission, which will be
explored more in depth, have purposes beyond simple ecological or aesthetic restoration. This does
indeed cause its work to be spread thinner but it gives the organization a fuller agenda. The Alliance has
done an incredible job working alongside its partners to ecologically revitalize the river as well as handle
the difficulties that come with being in an area of the city that faces intense inequality.
Case Study: Bronx River Alliance. The Bronx River Alliance, officially formed in 2002, is a
permanent 501(c)(3) organization created by the Bronx River Working Group. The Alliance has a
partnership with the NYC Department of Parks & Recreation, which provides substantial inkind
support. What is unique about the Bronx River Alliance is this intense collaboration with the municipal
government in the form of Parks & Recreation as well as the communitybased programming and
partnerships for waterfront management that it spurs onward. The Bronx River Alliance does greatly
facilitate the ecological revitalization, protection and restoration of the Bronx River corridor but
environmental change is not its only goal. The Alliance also works for economic restoration of the
bordering neighborhoods, looks to provide more recreational opportunities and educate local
community members about the beautiful natural ecological system that is the Bronx River.10
The Bronx River Alliance has a select few staff members, some of whom are part time, Job
Training Program (JTP) hires, meaning they are hired through the Parks Department. The rest are full
time staff that help run the various project teams that the Alliance is broken up into. The Alliance
spreads its staff to work in Outreach, Greenway, Ecology, Education, and Recreation teams. Outreach

9

“About Us” accessed March 5, 2016.
http://www.centralparknyc.org/about/aboutcpc/?referrer=http://www.centralparknyc.org/about/programs/memberpr
ograms.html.
10
“History” accessed March 21, 2016. http://bronxriver.org/?pg=content&p=aboutus&m1=44
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works to include community, civic and business representatives and join them together to promote the
Alliance and the Bronx River and to organize events that draw people to the river, including the
Amazing Bronx River Flotilla and the Bronx River Festival. The main goal of the Outreach program
is to engage community members in active work in the river. The Greenway team is comprised of both
community and parks department planners, designers and advocates for the implementation of the
Bronx River Greenway. The goal of the Greenway Team is to create the Bronx River Greenway, a
continuous bike/pedestrian path and linear park along the Bronx River from the East River to Kensico
Dam including newly reclaimed parklands. Another team is the Ecology team, which includes scientists,
regulatory agencies and communitybased organizations. Their goal is to restore the health of the River
through policy and planning, as well as employing the fulltime Conservation Crew for field work. All of
the committee members of the Ecology team provide guidance to help the Alliance set priorities and
identify the most pressing ecological restoration projects for the community and the river.11 The
Conservation Crew, a vital part of the Ecology team, are members who work in the field every day:
clearing debris from the river, monitoring river conditions and doing ecological projects that improve
water quality, and the river habitat.12 The Education team brings together teachers, communitybased
educators, and scientists to use the river as a classroom, educate the public about the river and train
volunteers to monitor the river’s conditions. One program within the Education team in particular, the
Bronx River Stewards Program, engages individuals and groups in monitoring water quality to solve the
realworld problems that the river faces.13 Finally there is the Recreation program which sponsors
activities such as bike and canoe trips as well as historical rambles down the river and through the
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Bronx, bringing hundreds of people to the river every year.14 With the varied activities that the Bronx
River Alliance takes charge of, it is vital that this division of duties exists. Staff members maintain that
they are never really confined to their particular program and collaboration happens frequently.15
Overall, this division does show that the Alliance is a multifaceted organization, not just dedicated to one
specific issue, and will remain a support system for the area for years to come.
According to longtime staff members of the Bronx River Alliance, the structure of leadership of
the Alliance is not topdown wherein board members would dictate what policy decisions need to be
made. It is also not bottomup with policy change being decided by members and program leaders, but
rather it is an egalitarian structure with all opinions being considered. The number and type of programs
are chosen by the Alliance collectively and energy is directed in that way as well. At the same time,
there exists the Executive Board, who are the persons that the Alliance turns to in order to take a
political position. Because of the duality of the Bronx River Alliance as a public and private partnership,
it is crucial to have a board that can speak from the nonprofit side of the partnership to make clear that
the Alliance does not speak for municipal government when it does take a stance. Additionally, the
board’s role is a fiduciary one, meaning that they investigate whether or not the organization is
conducted in a financially sustainable way. The Alliance’s board is interested in bringing resources in and
working as ambassadors for the organization, spreading the word and making outsiders aware of what
they are doing. At the same time Executive Director of the Bronx River Alliance, Linda Cox, also
reiterates that one of the challenges that the Alliance currently faces is “finding the mechanisms that help
them [the board members] do that.”16 Overall, the organization and implementation of the board’s work
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is unique for a nonprofit organization to have, but it is the means to how the Alliance works within their
relationship with the parks department. If the Alliance can maintain independence where it needs to,
then it can continue to find the policy for taking a stand.
Members of the Alliance. Supporters of the Alliance do not just include the individual
members who donate once or twice a year and attend events sponsored by the Bronx River Alliance,
but also include other nongovernmental organizations such as the Museum of Natural History or
GrowNYC. Additionally, community organizations such as Christodora, Inc. team up with the Alliance
to mobilize volunteers for their events and participate in many of their programs. Federal government
sponsors also abound, from the US Army Corps of Engineers who helped clear out the Bronx River at
its very worst, to the EPA, which provides the appropriate funds in the form of grants for certain Capital
Improvements that the Alliance helps carry out. State and Local Government partners are certainly
present with the Department of Parks & Recreation being the greatest supporter due to the fact that the
Alliance works to improve public parkland currently under the Parks Department’s jurisdiction. The
Parks Department supports the efforts of the Bronx River Alliance through a provision of office space,
certain office equipment, vehicles and a few staff positions.
Local schools also partner with the Bronx River Alliance year after year. According to
Education Coordinator Kathalene Lamboy, teachers at local public schools are perhaps some of the
most consistent supporters: “Teachers become familiar with our staff so an educator who’s been going
out to the river for the past 5 years knows … it’s always the same faces, they always comes with the
same enthusiasm ... we know teachers really love that, educators absolutely love that.”17 Oftentimes,
restricted by a tight budget, local Bronx science teachers are happy to find the Alliance’s Education
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program since it is offered at such a low cost basis. The education programming is not just for the sake
of purely teaching particular scientific concepts, it also ties in with making the Alliance’s ecology work
relevant to the community. Students, therefore, learn about what problems exist within their own
communities. They learn what it means when pH is acidic or basic but they are also taught that the pH of
the Bronx River is important to track because if the pH is too high or too low the wildlife nearby suffers.
18

Financial Characteristics of the Alliance. Alongside the partners that provide support and
manpower to the Alliance are the financial supporters as well. Foundations and government supports
ranging from the Community Development Block Grant to grant makers like the Altman foundation are
interested in financially supporting the Alliance in its operations. Corporations also step up to the plate to
give the Alliance funds. From Bank of America to the NY Yankee Stadium Community Benefits Fund,
there is also plenty of corporate interest in the success of the Bronx River Alliance. Additionally there
are inkind donors that contribute in their own way, such as the local Bronx Brewery providing kegs at
the Flotilla, among others. Finally, whether the Alliance is hosting its annual fundraising event The
Amazing Bronx River Flotilla or An Upstream Soiree they typically rely on event sponsors such as
Metroplus health insurance. Taking all of these supporters into mind, it is clear that the support for the
Alliance is widereaching and stakeholders from local government to businesses that border the Bronx
River, to Federal offices such as the National Parks Service want to help the community.
According to the most recently available Annual Report of the Bronx River Alliance, the
organization received the majority of its financial support from inkind contributions for the year 2014, at
$473,894 with public support and revenue contributions following closely after at $470,301.
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Surprisingly enough, government grants only made up around half of the total inkind contributions,
around $225,331, although the Statement of Activities of the Bronx River Alliance for 2014 does not
include the $6.9 million secured in capital funds for the river restoration and greenway projects that very
much are vital to the improvement of the health of the river. Much of what the Alliance does spend its
revenue on is, not surprisingly, program services that they provide, with expenses in that category
totaling $1,050,414 for the fiscal year of 2014.19 It is clear from the monetary donations given and the
way that they are subsequently allocated, that the money that the community brings to the Alliance is
channeled right back to them tenfold.
Who Belongs to the Bronx River Alliance? The Bronx River Alliance is a local nonprofit
organization aimed at benefitting the South Bronx communities specifically that are touched by, or
geographically border, the Bronx River. No data currently is available on the specifics of the member
demographics of the Bronx River Alliance, but it is simple to determine who is served by the
organization by noting the makeup of the communities that the Bronx River runs through. The Alliance
stands by the notion that they are serving the entire Bronx county of New York City but those near the
river are more likely to be able to take advantage of it. Racially, the borough of the Bronx is made up of
mainly persons who are White or Black with the percentages of the total population around 45 and 43
percent respectively.20 The remainder of the borough is American Indian (2.9%), Asian (4.4%) and
Native Hawaiian (0.4%), as of 2014. More than fifty percent of the borough is of Hispanic or Latino
origin (54.8%) as well. The median household income of persons in the Bronx is $34,284, with an
astonishing 31% of the population in poverty.21
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Bronx River Alliance Bronx River Alliance Annual Report 2014. Bronx, NY. 2014. 7.
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U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimates Program (PEP), Updated annually. http://www.census.gov/popest/. U.S. Census
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The activities and programming that the Bronx River Alliance provides for the community must
be able to accommodate these particular demographics, as these are the people who will be served by
the Alliance. Activities such as canoeing, biking and simply walking down a beautiful river are perfect for
high school age students that may not be able to afford the luxury of a trip to rural areas. Educational
programming, volunteering opportunities and water quality monitoring will likely engage Bronx students
and teachers and Bronx residents of all ages as well. No matter what the Alliance does provide for its
community, it is definitely the river that really draws people in. The reason why so much work has gone
into the river to make it what it is today, and what it will be in the future, is due to the vast and storied
history of the river so far.
Chapter 2: Social and Environmental History of the Bronx River.
The Bronx River was formed 150 million years ago, around the time of the last Ice Age. When
the glaciers retreated during a warming period, water began to flow from this new melting and carved a
path in the marble bedrock of the areas now known as Westchester and Bronx county. The last ice age
made a major impact in the landscape by carving those deep grooves into the land.22
PreEuropean Colonization. The Bronx River was named ‘Aquahung’ or ‘River of the High
Bluffs’ and for some peoples ‘that which is protected by the wind,” by the Native Americans of the
region. From the Paleolithic leading up to when Europeans colonized the Americas, the river was a
dividing boundary between the Weckquasgeeks on the west side of the river and the Siwanoys of the
eastern side of the river. Despite this, the river was not a hostile border and the tribes often crossed
over it frequently in order to trade or travel. Some theorize that the river was inhabited and used by the
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Stephen Paul Devillo, The Bronx River in History and Folklore (Charleston: History Press, 2015), Kindle Edition,
Chapter 1.
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Lenape, otherwise known as the Delaware nation. Archaeological evidence suggests that there were
Lenape settlements along the river, including the villages of Quinnahung and Snakapins, among others.23

Figure 1: Map of Bronx River Watershed
including Westchester and Bronx County
Source: Westchester Govt
www.westchestergov.com

Tribes along the river were supported by agriculture, fishing and foraging as well. Maize, beans and
squash were vital crops for them and actually added important nutrients to the river as agriculture grew
in prominence. Before colonists brought malaria and yellow fever to the Americas, much of the wetlands
of the area are theorized to have been pestilencefree as well. The estuary of Aquahung itself was
particularly good for oyster growth and wellbeing, allowing them to become a major part of the diet of
Native Americans. In this period of time, the river and its surrounding areas were kept in pristine
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conditions with waterfowl and reptiles such as turtles flourishing on the banks of the river. Hard growth
forests grew upstream of the estuary of the river, providing many resources for the native Lenape.24
Overall, the state of the river before European colonization is guessed to be pristine and pure, a
true freshwater river. Activities such as oysterharvesting and farming certainly did change the wilderness
surrounding the river and impacted the river itself, but those actions paled in comparison to the intense
activities that were to come with the Colonial mercantilist era and industrialisation soon after.
Unfortunately, along with the natural beauty and usefulness of the river, the Native Americans that lived
along Aquahung would also disappear with the coming of colonists. The Bronx River Alliance looks
back on the pristine conditions of the Bronx River in these times as a guide for the future goals for the
riparian zone.
Colonial Times. There is not an exact answer to who the first European was to “discover” the
Aquahung. It is guessed that Dutch explorer Adrian Block may have seen the river first as he was
traveling upstream through Hell’s Gate by northern Manahatta island (now referred to as Manhattan).
After Block’s expedition, Dutch traders began to establish patroonships, which were opportunities for
the wealthy to buy estates and live there as “lord of the manor.” Jonas Bronck was one of the patroons
of the New World, and would ultimately lend his name to Aquahung river as well as the entire borough
of the Bronx in years to come. Bronck was a wealthy landowner and farmer of tobacco, in the land
surrounding the Bronx River. It is guessed that he had friendly relations with the Native American tribes
that were in the Aquahung region because his was not among the settlements that had been burned
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down due to unfriendly relations. Upon his death his family abandoned his patroonship, and it became
known as “Bronck’s Land,” while the Aquahung was later renamed Bronck’s River.25
European trading changed the river’s ecological community for the worst. The fur trade would
ultimately impact the river the most because beavers were hunted to extinction in that time period to
have their furs made into hats and coats.26 The main issue that resulted from the loss of beavers is
presumed to be the subsequent loss of the unique habitats that beavers create when they dam rivers in
order to build lodges. In addition, it is guessed that the loss of beavers near the Bronx River resulted in a
very disrupted ecological community. The Revolutionary War, that played out in many areas of the
Bronx near and around the Bronx River, actually led to certain parts of the Bronx River Valley being
preserved. One tract of land that now resides in the New York Botanical Gardens, is an area that was
not tapped for timber during the Revolutionary War. This happened because the British were fearful of
American troops that were rumoured to be hiding in the indigenous forest.27
Industrial and Entertainment Era. The beginning of the “industrial era” on the Bronx River
began with the implementation of Englishstyle water mills near the falls of West Farms. Into the late
18th century there came more industrial processes to the river such as the bleaching industry. The
Bolton Bleachery in particular required fresh water for the dying and bleaching process, but this
freshwater was subsequently polluted by those very same materials that were being used in the industry.
28

Up until the point of the bleachery opening, there were no significant activities apart from the wooden

mills and dams on the river, and they had not affected the river ecology much at all. Alongside bleaching
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there were other activities that similarly affected the water quality. Chemicals like lead were leached into
the Bronx River during the process of paintmaking, and gunpowder among other substances, was used
in industries alongside the river, leading to the further leaching of those substances into the river.
Tapestrymaking was also done by the river, bleeding coaltar dyes into the river.29
Thankfully, the industrial activities on the river of that time were not as wideranging and did not
completely change the Bronx River, but there were enough activities that led to certain areas of the
riparian zone of the Bronx River becoming neglected pieces of land.30 Throughout the late nineteenth
century and into the twentieth century the upper banks of the Bronx River played host to French
Restaurants, lace factories, stamp and paper money. In the meantime, the lower banks of the river
became an industrial stream with a Dye Works on 180th Street, and the Bolton Bleachery moving
downriver to establish an even larger processing center. Into the turn of the 20th century there did come
proposals of a greenway to span the Bronx River from city planner Frederick Law Olmstead. With his
and John Mullaly’s help, the edges of the Bronx River began to be protected and clear of industrial
activities. However, it did not stay this way for very long.
Besides the industrial activities that took up much of the river’s clean water and untapped
potential energy, the river was also being used as a central hub for several casinos, amusement parks
and other entertainment. The Torrey Botanical Club began to discuss the idea of creating a botanical
garden by the late 1880s, modeled after the Kew Gardens of England. Into the early 1900’s a society
of conservationists was also looking to create something new, namely a zoological park for the cause of
preserving wilderness as well as aiming to bring several species of animals back from the brink of
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extinction. Teddy Roosevelt was one of the many supporters of the particular cause. The creation of the
New York Botanical Gardens did end up having a negative impact on the river. In order for it to be
built, several marshes were filled in along Westchester Creek and Pelham Bay, which more than likely
created further habitat disturbance along the Bronx River.31
The Twentieth Century River. By 1905, there were rampant complaints about the reeking
river with rampant dead fish, algae coating all surfaces and a sheer lack of the flora and fauna that once
attracted people to the freshwater river, “In summer there are three or four inches of scum on the water
and not a drop of water flows over the dam in three months,” according to the then Bronx borough
president, Louis Haffen. The main issue was that many businesses along the river emptied their untreated
sewage and storm runoff directly into the river. This problem would continue long past implemented
solutions such as a trunk sewer that would transport more of the effluent downstream into the Long
Island Sound, or the establishment of the Bronx River Parkway, which would act as a buffer for the
river. Adding around 125 acres of parkland in the Bronx the Parkway was a welcome addition to
Bronx Parks and did shield the river from some pollution, but in the end it resulted in the river’s natural
flow being altered and straightened, and causing flow irregularities and flooding.
In the same time period, Amusement Parks were created along the Bronx River. They brought
far more people to the Bronx River, and thus also more pollution than ever before. Starlight Park was
one of them. Originally planned to be a World’s Fair exhibition area, the park had a gigantic saltwater
pool, a roller coaster, and boxing rings. Unfortunately, Starlight park was bought out during the Great
Depression and a fire took out what was left of it. The city of New York eventually took that space
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back and put in it, a bus depot.32 Another attraction off of the Bronx River was Clason Point: an
amusement park of rides, picnic grounds, a bathing pier, a dance pavilion and more. Kane’s Casino was
yet another attraction by the Bronx River, known for its more illicit entertainment of booze, gambling
and vaudeville. Until it burned down in 1942, Kane’s Casino was a spot that attracted the likes of F.
Scott Fitzgerald among other New York celebrities. With the advent of the Great Depression the era of
entertaining venues in the Bronx drew to a close, unfortunately for the Bronx.33
Further degradation of a vital part of the Bronx River happened when the salt marshes
surrounding the river were systematically drained and ditched in order to rid the area of Soundview of
malariacarrying mosquitos. This led to a freeforall of debrisdumping into the former marshes which
were transformed into bluffs by the sheer amount of waste dumped into them. Into the 1940’s and 50’s,
a new era of the Bronx would begin, that of the residential and industrial activities that were encouraged
by the likes of Robert Moses.
The Bronx of Robert Moses. The great “urban builder” Robert Moses of New York City,
had a large role in the shaping of the Bronx River. Although many would marvel at the sheer scale of the
projects that he pulled together, many communities in the Bronx became disenchanted after he mobilized
his power to create the Cross Bronx Expressway. In essence, he cleared thousands of Bronx families
from their homes in order to create several lanes of highway. Another plan he almost fulfilled was the
razing of the Harding Park neighborhood to replace it with an upscale waterside housing development.
He had little sympathy for the people who already inhabited the area, calling them “freeloaders,” and
designated the neighborhood as the “Soundview Slums.” Moses was almost successful in his venture,
but then questions were raised about the involvement of certain Bronx politicians who would directly
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benefit from this transaction. In a gesture of illwill to the community, Moses left a jetty paralleling the
shoreline near Harding Park that would force raw sewage to collect from the community sewers and
coalesce into a cesspool of filth. Despite this obstacle, citizens stayed on, upsetting Moses’ plans to
continue to try for waterfront development.34
Robert Moses ended up using the Bronx River Parkway to complete his comprehensive
highway plan for New York City. He widened and extended the Bronx River Parkway, now an asphalt
road, and by 1950 he began construction on this new transportation artery. His plans forced the Bronx
river to be straightened and rechanneled even further and left the river’s course misshapen and
unnatural. The parkland that was originally there was completely torn up by Moses’ new roadway,
creating even more pollution for the Bronx River to absorb.35 He had intended for Soundview to be the
area to bear the brunt of the roadway’s burden, but thankfully for Soundview, the plan of the roadway
passing through that neighborhood also failed.36
During that same time period Arthur Sheridan, the Bronx commissioner of public works, wanted
to widen the river and shape it into a Parisian style port. His plan fell through but Moses saw fit to honor
his devotion to the city with the Sheridan expressway of today. This idea also fell through and the
expressway was made shorter than originally planned. In essence, Robert Moses’ and New York City’s
plan for the Bronx had a general theme of a lack of consideration for communities and green space.37
Additionally, they neglected historical places like old Starlight Park, which was chopped up in order to
create open spaces that they felt would be beneficial to the neighborhood but ended up doing more
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harm than good. Overall, Moses’ carelessness and overbearing use of eminent domain in order to
accomplish what he felt were worthwhile changes to the Bronx would lead to divided neighborhoods,
the ecology of the river being neglected and would set the stage for the problems in the Bronx River into
the late twentieth century.
The Bronx River’s Rise. The mistakes made in regards to the ecological management of the
Bronx river would come back to haunt the Bronx into the late 20th century. First, there was the main
issue of the Parkway that had originally been put in place in an attempt to preserve the Bronx River.
That ended up exacerbating the flash flooding events that happened in the Bronx River because there
was a greater area of impermeable surfaces like asphalt. Rainwater was no longer absorbed by the soil
and instead ran over the roadways and straight into the river without going through the process of
infiltration at the natural buffer of a riparian zone. Sewage was a main component of the runoff into the
river. The bacteria content, high levels of phosphate, and pollutants wreaked havoc on the river’s
ecology and despite a constant battle against the overflow events, this still happens today. Second was
the major problem of invasive plants on the riverside ranging from Japanese Knotweed to Garlic
Mustard. These plants choked out natives that would be far more effective in providing food for local
wildlife. By the 1960’s, the economic decline and urban decay of the projects of Robert Moses and
general neglect of the city added to the poorly tended environment of the river as well.38
In the 1970s, the Bronx River would reach its lowest point because people were actively using
it as a dumping ground. Polluters dumped appliances, cars, drug paraphernalia and more into the river
with little repercussions. The sheer ecological collapse of the river, in addition to the burgeoning
environmental movement across the United States, would lead several volunteer citizens to begin
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revitalizing the river. In 1974 Anthony Bouza, the Bronx borough commissioner, organized community
meetings to discuss ideas for cleaning up the river. Motivated by his belief that “Trees … [will not]
produce miracles of safety in our violent society, but their presence is important,” he encouraged Ruth
Anderberg, at the time a Fordham secretary, to revitalize the river when she came to him with an interest
in its plight. She started at first with a simple community cleanup of West Farms to remove all the debris
from the river. That cleanup would actually take decades to complete as certain objects, like vehicles,
would require the National Guard’s aid to pull out. Anderberg realized the problem required much more
work and so she then engaged and organized Bronx youth to be involved in the river as well. By
recruiting Youth Conservation Corps that would essentially garden the edges of the Bronx River into a
revitalized park, she brought hope to the Bronx River. At the same time, the NY Botanical Garden had
a program to collect environmental knowledge on the river, future revitalization projects would build on
this knowledge and expand on these ideas.39
The Bronx River Restoration, Anderberg’s organization, would work from the 1970s into the
80s winning the Bronx River designation as an American Heritage River. Additionally, with their 1980
Bronx River Restoration Master Plan they would begin the thought process for what is now proposed
as the Greenway. Into the late 80’s and early 90’s, BXRR would increase their focus on environmental
education by launching an inschool environmental education program in 1985. Students were exposed
to onthewater teaching, monitoring and keeping track of the water quality monitoring. In 1992, the
group launched a summer program on the river to get local students further engaged. By 1993, they
formed a plan for the Bronx River Greenway that would actually build on concepts first introduced by
Frederick Law Olmstead’s greenbelt concepts. By the late 1990’s a few other groups sprang up,
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including the Bronx Council for Environmental Quality and partnerships with the Department of
Environmental Protection.40
The Point Community Development Corporation also had a part to play in the revitalization of
the river and the creation of park space in the Hunts Point neighborhood. Established in 1998, the
organization acted as a community center for the neighborhood and a way for citizens to become more
political in Hunts Point. Majora Carter’s nonprofit Sustainable South Bronx was also founded out of this
organization as well, becoming the premier green job training and economic development organization in
the South Bronx. Sustainable South Bronx established the Bronx Environmental Stewardship Training
program in order to cultivate talent and train youth in practical “green jobs.” In 1998, Adam Green
founded the nonprofit Rocking The Boat with the goal of developing the talent of local high school youth
and teaching them boatbuilding skills. Youth Ministries for Peace and Justice was another nonprofit,
established by Alexei TorresFleming. They would partner with the Bronx River Alliance and other
organizations to completely reform a concrete plant into a scenic park that still preserved the industrial
infrastructure as a sort of memorial to the river’s past.41
In 1999, with the help of Henry Stern from the Parks Department and Jenny Hoffner of the
Bronx River Working Group, a vision of a Bronx River Greenway was announced. The project was
estimated to cost $60 million dollars to complete and be finished in 2010. These estimates ultimately
proved inaccurate but the project was still begun during that period of time.42 In 2000, the first Amazing
Bronx River Flotilla was also started by the Bronx River Restoration, ushering in an era of exciting
recreation opportunities. In 2001, the Bronx River Alliance was founded out of the Bronx River

40

Stephen Paul Devillo, The Bronx River in History and Folklore (Charleston: History Press, 2015), Kindle Edition,
Chapter 24.
41
Ibid
42
Ibid.

25

Working Group as a 501(c)(3) organization. The Alliance, created in partnership with the Parks
Department, was and still is a unique structure for the public sector, community and the nonprofit sector
to interact and pursue a common goal of bettering the Bronx River and the surrounding areas.43
The era of the Bronx River Alliance began in earnest when the organization recruited
Congressman Jose Serrano to the cause of reviving the river. His efforts helped recruit over $30 million
in federal funding for the programs of the Bronx River Alliance. In 2006 the Alliance created a
Greenway plan and an Ecological Restoration plan for the River. Shortly after, the Alliance released a
strategy to coordinate the workings of around thirteen municipalities and continue to address the fact
that water quality is still below the Clean Water Act standards due largely to bacterial contamination and
combined sewage overflow (CSO) events. Within the first decade of its existence, the Alliance opened
a chain of new parks along the river, as well as refurbishing existing parks. Businesses along the river
also came out in support of the progress being made, including Sims Metal Management, which installed
a stormwater management system on their property by the river. Remarkably, the ecological quality of
the river was getting better. In 2010, a beaver was spotted on the river for the first time in decades.
More recently, around 2014, the alewife fish passage was constructed on the Bronx River that allowed
the American alewife to migrate to and from the ocean. In addition, a pilot program was begun by
Rocking the Boat, Hudson River Foundation, NY/NJ Baykeeper and the Bronx River Alliance in order
to cultivate clams and oyster beds on the river. Today, the Bronx River is far cleaner and healthier, and
the community is more engaged in the river than it ever was before. That does not mean that the
Alliance’s work is done. It will continue monitoring and maintaining the Bronx River as a valued
resource for decades to come until it is truly a pristine body of water.
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Ecological History of the Bronx River. Water quality monitoring began with the Bronx River
as early as 1989, and continues to be a major part of the Bronx River Alliance. It is truly one of the
most important metrics of success for the Bronx River Alliance, and it seems to be proving the work
that has been done is successful. Several factors of water quality have been monitored for close to two
decades to prove this.
According to detailed monitoring at East Tremont Avenue from 1989 to today (midway through
the Bronx River’s path) Dissolved Oxygen in the waterway have been maintained fairly well in the
Bronx River. In 1990 DO was at a level of 8 mg/l and continued to fluctuate every year but continued to
be at 8 mg/l in 2016. This indicates that the work done by the Alliance in maintaining the levels of
dissolved oxygen, which would allow for aquatic organisms to survive, has succeeded. DO
concentration levels of 6 mg/l or higher are best for aquatic organisms. Another value measured at the
monitoring station is pH, or the indication of acidity or alkalinity in water. A value of 6.56.8 is
considered best for most organisms, with aquatic life being affected at levels outside of that range.

Figure 2: Dissolved Oxygen
levels at East Tremont Avenue
from December 1989 to March
2016
Source : Bronx River Water
www.bronxriverwater.org
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Figure 3: pH levels measured
at East Tremont Avenue from
January 1990 to March 2016
Source : Bronx River Water
www.bronxriverwater.org

From 1990, when the pH was at a level of 8, indicating that it was slightly alkaline, to 2016 when the
pH dropped to 6 (being slightly acidic), the water quality has overall improved from the 90’s. Another
value that was measured, though no reliable data exists earlier than 2008, is transparency.

Figure 4: Transparency
measured at East Tremont
Avenue
Source: Bronx River Water
www.bronxriverwater.org

Transparency is the measure of water clarity, basically how dissolved solids in the water are measured.
The measurement of transparency went from 82 cm of visibility in 2008 to 108 cm in 2010, which
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indicates that the Alliance’s work to clean up the river has succeeded in some way.44 Another measure
of water quality is Sodium Chloride levels in bodies of water. Upstream of East Tremont Avenue in
Muskrat Cove. Sodium level measurements are present there for the year of 2011, and tend to remain
low during the Spring, Summer and Fall, but spike in the Winter due to deicing in the road when salt is
spread to prevent icy accidents. Besides these measurements taken other measurements such as Nitrate
levels, Streamflow, Water temperature and more are measured by the Bronx River Alliance and other
groups, and entered in the Bronx River Water website. This important program becomes a potent tool
for advocating change, as data on a wide range of measurements is collected and is available and open
to the public at all times.45
Chapter 3: The Politics Behind Riparian Revitalization
One of the main reasons for the vast improvements on the Bronx River in recent years is the
united, political effort that has been taken by community members, private organizations and nonprofit
organizations on the river. As mentioned previously, the end of the 20th century is when the majority of
the political activism for the Bronx River occurred and continues to this day. The organization that really
laid the ground for the Bronx River Alliance to become a reality, was the Bronx River Restoration
Group. This group’s Master Plan for River Restoration would provide the starting blocks for the current
structure of the organization. The political organization structure of the Bronx River Restoration was
catered towards diverse interests ranging from economic interests of the community to ecological
considerations of the river. Today, those interests remain a part of the Bronx River Alliance.
One of the primary ways the Bronx River Alliance works for the community is through capital
improvements, which are improvement projects done to NYC parks to make them greener or more
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accessible. As Claudia Ibaven, Greenway Coordinator of the Bronx River Alliance, elaborates: the
political processes of getting letters of support and financial support for Capital project development are
the true means to how the Alliance mobilizes political actions. Partners of the Alliance in the community
and elected officials give their name and a pledge to the particular project to show their political or fiscal
support for the Alliance’s efforts. According to Ibaven, when it comes to more conventional methods of
lobbying politicians for change the Bronx River Alliance is not allowed to be in that role because they
cannot speak for the Parks Department.46 Pulling a city government into a debate with federal or state
levels of government is certainly never advisable. On a more positive side, the Alliance does have really
close relationships with their aforementioned community partners that can help them. Any of those
partners can and do serve the role of political advocate for the Alliance.
Government and NonProfit Partnership. Many outside organizations cite the Alliance for its
unique structure as a nonprofit and partner of city government. However, the idea of a publicprivate
partnership was not wholly original to the Bronx River Alliance. Organizations such as Prospect Park
Alliance were used as models for the Bronx River Alliance’s structure because of their similar work
reviving New York City parkland by working with the Parks Department and as a nonprofit
organization.47 The internal structure, particularly the roles and duties that employees of the Alliance
have, spells out specifically what the Alliance’s partnership entails.
Executive Director of the Bronx River Alliance is in a unique position that many nonprofit
organization directors are normally not in. She has a dual position as both the Executive Director of the
Bronx River Alliance, which is to say that she is the executive director of a nonprofit organization, and
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also as Bronx River administrator for the Parks Department. This dual appointment, in her eyes, signals
that:
The city does believe in these public and private partnerships enough to be willing to
entertain or have some situations where people are in a dual reporting situation,
reporting to the Board of the nonprofit and reporting to the Borough commissioner to
the Bronx Parks Department.48
As Alliance director she must look out for fundraising opportunities but she also sets the goals for the
nonprofit. Her job certainly goes beyond what a typical Parks Department administrator does, she
helps directly manage the Capital Improvement projects that the NYC Department of Parks &
Recreation are directly involved in and performs her nonprofit duties. Creating new parks and also
renovating existing parks are tasks that she takes on fully as a part of the Parks Department and the
Bronx River Alliance. That is what is truly unique about the Bronx River Alliance as opposed to other
nonprofit organizations. A typical nonprofit would have far less agency to decide what happens with
the funds they raised if their goal is to improve public land. The Bronx River Alliance has a direct hand in
figuring out what will happen, crafting unique solutions that their members and interested citizens will
actually want. They are still certainly hindered by the usual bureaucratic processes, but when it comes to
rebuilding fragments of a park, restoring riverbanks and more they have a hand in where their funds will
go.
Alongside the Executive Director who has a dual position between the nonprofit organization
and the federal government, is the board of the Alliance. The board of directors is far more invested in
the nonprofit side of the organization and act essentially as ambassadors of the organization in that they
take care of advocacy that the Executive Director cannot.49 The board exists to express the Alliance’s
views on certain events or general publicity to the general public in place of the Parks Department being
48
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involved.50 As mentioned earlier, it is imperative that in a publicprivate relationship the Alliance does
not get involved in taking a stance that could represent the Parks Department, no matter how small.
Greenway Coordinator Claudia Ibaven also has responsibilities balanced between appealing to
the partners and supporters of the nonprofit while also working and appealing to the Parks Department
in order to get Capital Projects, such as the greenway and portions of Starlight Park, approved of and
construction begun. According to Ibaven, those who usually give a response for Capital Projects are
council members, but many other stakeholders in the community are definitely involved. The process of
obtaining capital funding usually involves obtaining the same letters of support that show the granters that
are doling out the money (whether they are federal or private supporters) that the project is well
supported by the community. It is safe to say that all employees at the Alliance need to stay engaged
with partners of the organization. Staying engaged and aware is not only important for the sake of
programming but it is very important for the sake of the capital projects that the Bronx River Alliance
supports.
Of course the city provides a decent amount of support simply out of necessity of the
relationship that the Alliance has with it but there are always other projects that project managers across
the city need to look after.51 That is where having the support both financially and through written letters
from outside partners and supporters comes in handy. Overall, the publicprivate relationship with the
Bronx River Alliance is a stable one at best but it certainly does come with limitations of lessened
advocacy on the part of the Alliance itself. On a whole, however, it does seem to empower the Alliance
much more in their decisions for certain funds.
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Bronx River Alliance Policies. The Alliance is committed to practicing and upholding its
numerous founding values, many of which center around the principles of inclusion, ecological
restoration, and public access to public lands. In the opinion of the Alliance, its mission is best served by
seeking diverse partners, communicating freely, honestly and with respect for the accomplishments of
others, and working collaboratively to get things done. Its strength lies in the participation and
independence of the communities along the river, which are so intimately connected to its past
and—most critically—its future. The Alliance serves a diverse community in the Bronx including
primarily working class, lowincome and immigrant neighborhoods such as West Farms, Hunts Point,
Norwood, Williamsbridge and Soundview. It works with over 40 local schools, youth and community
organizations to engage residents in the development of the Bronx River Greenway and in the river’s
restoration. In so doing, it develops a stewardship initiative to protect the river and open spaces for the
long term.52
When interviewed, employees of the Alliance including the Alliance director, felt that the
Alliance is structured in a way that allows for the employees of the Alliance to “express [their] opinions
about what will work and what will not work.” Kathalene Lamboy, Education Coordinator, maintained
that there are not many limitations: “there is not much of a supervisor or a person of higher position
coming to you and saying ‘Get X Y and Z done.”53 The structural model of the Alliance allows for
freedom of creativity for those who make programs for the community, as well as an intense
collaboration on the part of the partners of the community.
Upstate and the Bronx Relationship. The part of the river that the Conservation Crew tends
to as well as where education programs are conducted and outreach events take place is the Bronx
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county portion of the river. Upstream from that is the Westchester county portion of the river. The cities
of White Plains, Edgemont, Tuckahoe, Eastchester, Bronxville, Yonkers and Mount Vernon all are a
part of this section of the river. Due to the nature of the innate nature of rivers, activities that happen
upstream will affect areas downriver. Because of this, there is the potential for tensions between the
municipalities of Bronx and Westchester County to rise. The fact that illegal dumping still continues to
happen in Westchester54 causes some resentment for communities downriver in the Bronx because it
affects the Bronx portion more so than Westchester’s. Rocking the Boat water quality monitoring that
was presented by High Schoolers in the program at the 2016 Bronx River Assembly shows nutrient
loads in the river, guessed to be from Westchester sources. This conclusion certainly ruffled some
feathers at the Assembly, evidence that tensions continue to abound to this day.
It was important, therefore, that the Bronx River Alliance reached out to Westchester county,
and vice versa in order to create partnerships with them. Westchester Native Plant Center and
Westchester Biking and Walking Alliance are among the list of Partners and Supporters of the Bronx
River Alliance, as well as others like Yonkers Green Policy Task Force that are from Westchester and
united to help the Bronx River. An intermunicipal plan was also created between Westchester and the
Bronx for the river. Even though you may politically be affiliated with one particular municipality, it never
hurts to be connected to the surrounding areas, and have the support of diverse stakeholders even
though they may not be a part of the communities served by the nonprofit. It is important to incorporate
those municipalities that live upstream to keep them on board with the whole idea of preserving this
natural resource despite the fact that the plans for river revitalization may not be solely serving those
communities.
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Environmental Justice and the Alliance. The Bronx River Alliance has always positioned
itself as an organization for the people of its borough, the Bronx. That means that it must not only work
for the common goal of cleaning up the river, but address the problems involved with why the river is as
polluted as it is in certain spots. The matter of Environmental Justice comes into play. The reason why
certain industrial activities were brought to the South Bronx at all, why there had been a lack of any sort
of cityinitiated environmental revitalization as has happened in other parts of the city, has mainly been
attributed to the issue of Environmental Injustice. This causes friction especially in regards to the unique
publicprivate partnership that the Alliance has with the Parks Department.
As mentioned earlier, the Bronx River Alliance cannot be as politically active as other
Environmental Justice organizations due to its relationship with Parks, and so compromises need to be
made. The Bronx River Alliance may not be able to take a clear stance or point fingers, but it can take a
positive, active role in hiring local Bronx residents to be a part of the Alliance, providing activities for the
lesser privileged to take part in the river, and continue its other programs. The Alliance certainly tries to
meet the community halfway with SpanishEnglish activity guides and food and other entertainment that
would most appeal to local residents. It may not be everything is needed to right the wrongs of
environmental injustice, but it does create a positive outlet for members of the community.
Chapter 4: City Planning Strategies for a Greener Future
Problems with the Original Blueprints. There were many mistakes made in the planning of
the neighborhoods surrounding the Bronx River. The Hunts Point neighborhood is one example of poor
urban planning in the Bronx. In the planning process of the neighborhood, the East Bay Land
Improvement Company and the American Real Estate company both neglected to include recreational
space. Cemeteries were being relocated for prime industrial space (save one African burial ground that
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had been filled over, which was later dug up) that the city wanted.55 In this workingclass residential
neighborhood the lack of any sort of community center in the form of green spaces, plazas, or other
public meeting areas would prove to be deleterious to the community.
Some influential urban planners have tried to make neighborhoods in the Bronx a better
presence of recreational space or a connection to greenery. Frederick Law Olmsted and his partners
had a visionary plan develop a system of greenbelts to link the few parks of the Bronx with one another.
The Bronx River would have been the centerpiece of the plan. Jon Mullaly, founder of the NY Parks
association, took the idea further and discussed the idea of a parkway that would shelter the river from
pollution and human interference as well as provide for scenic recreation areas.56 This was one of the
first real acts of conservation for the river, in defense of its use as a recreational space and its
recognition as an important feature of the Bronx.
By the end of the 20th century and into the early 2000’s, it became clear that there were issues
with the design of the immediate neighborhoods around the Bronx River. In 2004, shareholders of the
Bronx River determined that “impervious surfaces covered more than 60 percent of the river’s upland
areas and inhibited the watershed’s natural hydrological function.” The drainage systems and surface
runoff from the surrounding watershed also discharged untreated wastewater directly into the river all
along its length. The resulting degraded water quality was exacerbated by the river’s low base flow and
lack of a wide buffer of native vegetation. This resulted in disturbed flow patterns within the river
channel that cause flash floods, erosion, low habitat value, high water temperatures, low base flow and
excessive sedimentation. It was then, when the issues were brought to light by concerned community
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members, that it was necessary for a long term plan to be put into place. The first iteration of a plan for
the Bronx River began with the 1980 Bronx River Restoration Project and continued with the
Greenway plan.
Long Term Planning of the Bronx River Greenway. The Bronx River Greenway is a 23
milelong ribbon of green along the Bronx River that is in the works by the Bronx River Alliance and
“more than 80 Bronx River Alliance partners to develop a framework that will ensure a consistent and
comprehensive approach to restoring wildlife habitat and water quality in the lower Bronx River.”57

Figure 5: A Map of the current Bronx River Greenway of Bronx County. Source : Bronx River Alliance
www.bronxriver.org

As of 2016, the greenway has around 19 miles completed, but the Bronx River Alliance is working to
ensure that it will all be completed within the next ten years. There are two plans that will help realize
that goal, the Ecological Restoration and Management Plan as well as the Bronx River Greenway Plan.
These plans include the protection and improvement of Bronx River’s water quality, the protection and
improvement of aquatic and riparian plant and animal biological diversity and habitat and the reduction
of environmental stresses on the river ecosystem. The goal for the Bronx River will be based on a new
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urbannatural equilibrium, not actually on the historical, predevelopment conditions.58 This is a more
realistic objective because it meets the requirements of an ecologically functional river that is sustainable
and resilient and that possesses desired ecosystem conditions.59
The longterm project of the greenway has spanned many years, beginning in earnest in the
1980 Bronx River Restoration organization’s proposal of the Master Plan of the Bronx River. The
Greenway team of today ensures that Bronx residents join in with designers and agency representatives
to decide how parks will be designed and how projects will be implemented. Community members are
allowed to be engaged in this long term project, gaining an understanding of the process of
designmaking and laying the foundation for tackling other community problems.60 This aspect of the
Bronx River Alliance model is very fitting for the exact reason that it strongly focuses not only on short
term capital projects, an education program, and ecological water quality monitoring but it gets the
community more involved in the Alliance and gives them a place that is far more permanent than another
nonprofit would be. The long term urban investment of the Bronx River Greenway with the plethora of
partners that are working together to implement the plan is the unique aspect of the Bronx River Alliance
that ties it all together.
The greenway is going to be built in order to reclaim the waterfront ecologically by bringing
back its role as a buffer for pollutants, increasing green space availability and more. In the North Bronx,
far more of the greenway is completed and parks there simply need to be rehabilitated. Meanwhile in
the South Bronx, completion of the greenway still involves the development of new open space and
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parkland at sites such as a concrete plant, a reclaimed street end and a long stretch of land across from
Starlight park.61 62 The goal is not just to revitalize the area, but also to invest Bronx residents in the
beauty and upkeep of that river. Alongside the Bronx River Alliance stands Bronx revitalization
organizations such as Rocking the Boat, Sustainable South Bronx, Youth Ministries for Peace and
Justice, among others who will continue this task.63
The greenway is a long term urban investment. In fact, it is one of the main major capital
development project of public NYC parkland. If the Alliance did not have the special relationship with
the Parks Department in terms of being close to it and having a direct connection to it, then long term
urban development like the greenway would likely never happen. From what some staff members at the
Alliance have observed, someone who is in the community and involved with the parkland and living by
it, is more likely to be directly connected to the river and wants to be more involved in its ecology.64 At
the same time, there remains certain demographics that members of the community that teams such as
Outreach have tried to reach for years, but still are hard to engage, like working class families with little
free time. In the end, it helps to have the establishment of the NYC Parks Department for the task of
implementing a long term urban plan.
Ecologically, the greenway will bring back the vital riparian space needed for the river to
flourish. As an urban waterway, the Bronx River is fairly neglected and not surrounded by very many
green areas. The green space that will be implemented will act as a buffer for the Bronx river from the
massive amounts of pollution that tend to flow into the river without any barriers that can stop it.
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Additionally, with the introduction of multi use bike paths it will be far more of an encouragement for
Bronx residents to use alternative transportation instead of driving. Overall, the greenway is important
not just symbolically, as a thought to what the community can strive for in the coming years, but also as a
real necessity for the betterment of the river. A part of the greenway that is currently being built is the
new Bronx River House, for the housing of the Bronx River Alliance. The building, designed by Kiss +
Cathcart, will be well integrated with the environment utilizing passive solar, a green screen to collect
rainwater and using only graywater to flush toilets, wash canoes and irrigate the building’s greenery.
Solar panels will be used to generate 60% of the electricity needed by the Alliance and will allow the
carbon footprint of the building to be small to nonexistent.65 The new River House idea will act as a
classroom, keep the Alliance closer to the events that are happening and bring a wholly new kind of
architecture to the South Bronx, one that will encourage green building techniques and show that it is
possible to be sustainable anywhere.
Partners in Long Term Planning. The Bronx River Alliance has a few other partners in its
work for revitalizing the Bronx River. They participate in the Westchester County Bronx River
Watershed Management Plan for the upper watershed. Begun in 2007, Westchester County intended to
figure out the baseline condition of the Bronx River watershed and identify the opportunities to revitalize
the watershed.66 As mentioned earlier, it is majorly important to have full participation in the works of
the Bronx River, especially from stakeholders upstream. By 2011, the Bronx River Alliance and
Westchester County released the Intermunicipal Watershed Management Plan which came up with a
series of goals, many which the Bronx River Alliance already has for the lower reaches of the river,
including the reduction of raw sewage discharge, controlling stormwater at its source, restoring riparian
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buffers, promoting pollution prevention, facilitating communication with the community and more.67 This
plan will fill the gap needed for the river’s ecology not just downstream but upstream as well.
Successful Long Term Urban Investment. Another example of long term urban planning that
has been wildly successful and particularly engaging to the city of New York, is the PlaNYC program.
Begun in 2007, PlaNYC is a groundbreaking effort to address New York City’s long term challenges,
like the changing climate. PlaNYC was able to mobilize city agencies, and outside partners that are in
academic, business, civic and community roles in order to address the multifaceted challenge that is
climate change, among other challenges. Throughout its time in existence, the Office of LongTerm
Planning and Sustainability oversaw the development of the initiative, developing plan updates every four
years and providing annual reports. Overall, there were numerous positive goals met by PlaNYC
including the city meeting goals of improved air quality and reduced carbon emissions. Major events,
such as Superstorm Sandy, changed certain priorities of the plan to best protect NYC’s coastlines,
buildings, infrastructure and more from storm surges.68 In order to meet NYC’s goal of reducing carbon
emissions 80% by 2050, achieving clean air quality, cleaning contaminated land and ensuring that all
New Yorkers are within a 10minute walk of a park, the Office of Sustainability is going to need to
continue to receive the municipal and community support that it has been gaining in the past few months.
69

PlaNYC has goals in mind for the Bronx River as well, one of those goals being the completion of the

Greenway. Bioswale construction, in order to keep stormwater runoff out of the Bronx River, is also
currently in the works for many areas of the Bronx. Additionally, PlaNYC looks to restore and create
wetlands in the Bronx River area. High Bridge, the only pedestrian pathway link between Manhattan

67

Center for Watershed Protection, Bronx River Alliance, NYC Department of Parks & Recreation, et al. Bronx River
Intermunicipal Watershed Plan. Web. New York. December 2010.
68
“About PlaNYC” Accessed March 28, 2016. http://www.nyc.gov/html/planyc/html/about/about.shtml
69
“Sustainability in PlaNYC” Accessed March 28, 2016.
http://www.nyc.gov/html/planyc/html/sustainability/sustainability.shtml

41

and the Bronx is now completed thanks to the help of PlaNYC and Bronx River Alliance, as well as the
Bronx River Fish Passage.70
PlaNYC is certainly not a perfect example of what the Bronx River Alliance should emulate, but
at its core it is an idea of what can happen when long term urban planning is made in consideration of
what the people of a city actually want. Pioneers in urban renewal, such as Jane Jacobs, believed the
shaping of a city is not based in manhandling and “slum clearance” as past “master planners” such as
Robert Moses claimed but it is instead a grassroots effort that needs to happen with the approval and
the consideration of the residents of a neighborhood. In fact, she most likely would have approved of
the Alliance’s method of revitalizing the Bronx Greenway, as it takes the power of decisionmaking
away from the bureaucracy that has no ties to the community and puts it in the hands of community
advocates.
The Bronx River Alliance’s greenway plan will prove itself to be the most visual reminder of the
accomplishments that the Alliance has completed in revitalizing the South Bronx. This is not to say that
the Ecology program, implementation of the Citizen Science initiatives, Education program that connects
students to the river, and the outreach events that bring communities together in a celebration of the river
are not equally as important. The Greenway, when completed, will be a physical reminder to generations
to follow that there was a lot invested into this waterway and it is only here as a result of years of work
with the city and partners across the nation as well as the melding of minds who are invested in its
completion.71 The greenway still has a long way to go until it is completed.
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Chapter 5 Conclusion: Organizational Policies for Environmental Organizations
Strengths of the Bronx River Alliance’s Model. After an examination of the types of
models of environmental organizations and a look at the case study of the Bronx River Alliance, it is
clear that the structure of publicprivate partnership is ideal. The partnership that the Bronx River
Alliance has with the NYC Department of Parks is a prime example of the effectiveness of that
approach. There are other parts of the organization that set the Alliance apart and are keys to its
success. It is important to keep in mind that the Bronx River Alliance’s specific urban nonprofit
environmental organization model will not be a perfect fit for every single situation but condensed to its
basic principles it can be sampled and taken by other organizations.
First, the organization has done exceedingly well with its private and public partnership because
it has been able to split the duties of both the public parks department and all private work necessary
within the organization. This is the case for Bronx River Alliance Executive Director Linda Cox since she
is both the executive director for the Bronx River Alliance as well as Bronx River administrator for the
Parks Department. Not only should the organization be on board, the public government must also stay
on task with the organization and supportive of it while willing to invest resources into the projects that
the Alliance is proposing. Other staff members of the organization must also be aware of the necessity to
balance both the nature of a nonprofit organization as well as navigate the intricacies and general
bureaucratic nature of the public aspect.
In essence, the non profit organization must not solely be putting its development resources
towards raising money for the operations of the nonprofit’s education program or ecology program,
but also for the capital projects that the parks department will carry out if the right amount of support
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and capital is rallied for them.72 The PublicPrivate partnership does also help with the organization’s
day to day work and operations on the river so the burden is lifted to some extent. For an organization
unlike the Alliance, trying to adapt themselves into a partnership may prove harder than working with a
public institution from the beginning but, again, every organization is unique and should be taken as such.
This certainly is not a solution for every problem that strikes grassroots environmental groups in urban
areas.
Whether nonprofits already have the access to public lands in order to supplement public and
private school teachers with lessons about the environment, or that is a wholly new concept to them, the
Alliance’s Education program model should also be taken into account. School groups that are brought
down to the river are able to have their horizons further expanded by being present for water quality
monitoring, and other tasks. What is unique and works for the organizational structure of the Alliance is
that the lessons all take place on public parkland and that the teachers are given the same plans year
after year which, as Kathalene Lamboy (Education Coordinator of the Bronx Alliance) maintains, is
something that educators like. Not only does the Education program serve a purpose as a tool for
severely underfunded educators to use to further enrich their lesson plans, but it is also a means to
further PR for the river itself, as she mentions: “my biggest job is to make people aware of the river.”
The Bronx River Alliance has done what is necessary to be a more receptive organization, to
truly be a part of the neighborhood. Intuitive as that sounds for a grassroots, non profit organization, it is
important to remain truly invested in the neighborhood. First, as several employees mentioned, the group
works by mainly being receptive to the concerns of those in the “bottom.” Of the employees that I
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interviewed, few discuss any troubling relationships that they have with their supervisors. According to
Claudia Ibaven, Greenway Coordinator, employees can:
Can express [their] opinions about what will work, what will not work, of course I think
experience and their own skills are of course for me to ask... I don’t feel that I am being
told what to do.73
Clearly, that sort of positive endorsement by an invested employee is reason enough to believe that a
more egalitarian organization, where feedback comes from individual programs and then as a result
changes policy but also from the board, is most effective as a structure. Not only does that provide
encouragement for employees but it also connects the programs that community members participate in
to actual policy decisions that the organization makes.
Another positive of the Bronx River Alliance’s organizational structure that should be emulated
is dividing the organization into specific teams that each individually cater to the needs of different facets
of the overall goal. The Alliance is unique because, although it has had much success as an ecological
restoration group, it also has a greenway building program, ecology program and more to serve the
purpose of greening the river and bringing it back to a healthier state. For that reason it is necessary for
teams to exist to individually care for each facet of the problem and break down the work so that be
properly done. It’s important to remember that the organization is not solely divided by the boundaries set
by the programs, a lot of crossover happens between Ecology and Education, and certainly between
Outreach and Greenway. It is an open office that greets you at the Ranaqua Parks Department building,
not one with employees closed off to one another. That is a part of the Alliance that needs to be carried
over to ensure success in ecological restoration, as well as a longlived organization.

Weaknesses of the Bronx River Alliance’s Model. The Bronx River Alliance’s
PrivatePublic Model is not perfect, it certainly comes with some flaws and they need to be recognized.
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One major weakness of the Bronx River Alliance is the limitations that the organization has with political
advocacy for the issues that it strives to address such as the Long Term Control Plan of the Combined
Sewage Overflow System (CSO) in the Bronx River. As stated earlier, the unique partnership that the
Bronx River Alliance has with the city of New York does allow the Alliance to be far more equipped
with helping fund capital projects than it would have been without it, and partners and supporters do
speak up for the Alliance, but the Alliance does stand at a disadvantage to other nonprofit organizations
that can take more political stances.
Another weakness that the Bronx River Alliance has, is that it is a small organization and certain
issues it may not be able to address. Although its size can allow it to be more flexible and far more
downtoearth than other organizations, some programs that the Alliance has may feel the strain from its
size. The Education program does work intensely with select groups of students in grades K12 in the
Bronx, but oftentimes some educators may want groups larger than thirty students to attend the
educational, interactive outdoor classroom activities that are taking place. According to Kathalene
Lamboy, one critique that the Education program gets from educators is that the they “offer very limited
postprogrammatic support and there are multiple reasons for that. We only have one educator on staff
that is full time.”74 Additionally, the Ecology program may perhaps be able to better serve the
community with additional staff on hand to work on water quality monitoring throughout the year.
Although as this part of the Alliance is a noted weakness, it is not completely debilitating for the
organization.
The Future of Urban Rivers. Across the United States there are many urban rivers in similar
states to the Bronx River that have the need for an organization like the Alliance. Flushing Creek’s
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Friends of Flushing Creek organization is one example touched upon previously that could be
compatible with the Bronx River Alliance privatepublic partnership model. As an urban body of water
in Queens, NY the creek already falls under the definition of having similar ecological problems to the
Bronx River. Although the socioeconomic conditions in the neighborhoods surrounding Flushing Creek
are different and the creek is physically different from the river (due to the creek being brackish water),
there is still potential for a nonprofit organization similar to the Bronx River Alliance to come into the
area. Currently there is an organization called Friends of Flushing Creek that “is dedicated in community
education and outreach which includes presentations for potential members, the local community board
and a public hearing held by New York City about the future of the creek.”75 Perhaps with assistance
from the Parks Department or another municipality, the organization could gain a better foothold in
negotiating for the future of Flushing Creek.
The Bronx River has made such a turnaround from its time as a dumping ground for the
surrounding industrial businesses to the pristine stream that it is today. At the same time, the work is still
not done for improving the water quality, the ecological conditions of the riparian zone around the river,
engagement with the community, and the wildlife populations along the Bronx river. The continued
revitalization of the Bronx River definitely needs to continue. The Bronx River Alliance, due to its work
alongside the Parks Department, will surely be around long into the future to help further this work. In
the end, the Bronx River Alliance’s organization model truly sets it apart and gives the organization the
leverage to accomplish real ecological change. In order for the urban rivers of the United States to be
improved, there needs to be more work done in the vein of the Bronx River Alliance.
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Appendix A
Kathale ne Lamboy (Education Coordinator, Bronx Rive r Alliance ) Inte rvie w March 3, 2016,
Bronx Rive r Alliance Office
Danie lle : First off, How would you de scribe your position in the Bronx Rive r Alliance in te rms
of the organizational [structure ]?
Kathale ne : Sure, so I am the Bronx River Education Coordinator and, what my job entails is being able to
communicate with the community, with students in the community, with the general public about the river.
Why it’s so important, making connections between themselves and the river, and my biggest job and goal
is to make people aware of the river.
Danie lle : Would you say that you inte ract with the Parks De partme nt at all? Or is it not an
e ntity that you have to talk with or spe ak with?
Kathale ne : So, for the most part, the education program does not run handinhand with the Parks
Department. I do always make a point to explain to persons that we do have this partnership with Parks,
so a lot of our programming is done within parkland or park places. So within my educational programming
I always try to make it a point to make educators aware and the community aware that they can use the
space not only to visit the river but, you know there is a brand new educational unit on the other side of the
park they can use. This is always a place that they can come back. So, do I work very closely with parks,
no. Do I try to encourage people to come back to parks to use them to their fullest potential, to their fullest
extent, yes.
Danie lle : How would you de scribe the organization positionwise in the Bronx Rive r Alliance ?
Would you fe e l that it is a topdown organization or a bottomup. Doe s your fe e dback fue l what
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is going to happe n or doe s the board make de cisions and you have to follow the m in a ce rtain
way?
Kathale ne : I think we are very good at working together in that aspect. There is not so much of a
supervisor or a person of higher position coming to you and saying “Get X Y and Z done” Of course that
is within any organization. But I think what’s so special about the Bronx River Alliance is that ideas are
constantly being spread around. So if I have a conversation with an educator and I think “This is a
potential for us to grow as an organization,” I will come back to my supervisor and say, “Hey an educator
came back to us with this idea, I think it would be great for programming.” We are all kind of realistic. We
have boundaries such as our capacity. We don’t have as many staff members here but ideas are
constantly being shifted not among the ranks but between directors, coordinators and all staff members
here. Working towards the same goals of storing, preparing and getting the river back to its health. And I
think we do a very good job at that...
I never feel as though if I have an idea that I cannot surpass anyone and go straight to Linda and express
my ideas to Linda. I constantly feel like that door is open. The dialogues between supervisors and
employees is very open which is very nice. We have always had intermixing of programs: Education has
worked very closely with Outreach, We have been doing that even more in the past years. Most of that is
grant driven, but I’m grateful that it is grant driven because it makes us a little more creative in our
thinking in how are we expressing ourselves to the community and the participants. Kids are not only
planting trees but they are learning why they’re planting trees.
Danie lle : In te rms of your work with schools and the community. You ge t fe e dback all the time ,
but what are one or two se le ct things that you could say that pe ople te ll you about the Alliance .
Critique s too?
Kathale ne : The education program just underwent a review. Some of the main things that came across,
one of the overlying themes, was that they are very grateful that we offer programs at a low cost basis. A
lot of schools are very restricted in things such as going out on trips, budgeting, how many students can be
in a class. What they really like about what we do is that we are very flexible. If a teacher is doing a unit
on the human effects on water. We have a water quality monitoring program...and incorporate that into the
program. Teachers really appreciate that because it makes a case for their principals, institute, it’s
something that ties into what [they’re] learning. Within these students’ communities, within where they live
so it’s not just ‘pH is how acidic or basic something is’ its pH of the Bronx River is important because if
the pH is too high or low fish are going to be dying” So it’s really just making those comparisons.
One critique that has come up is that we offer very limited postprogrammatic support and there are
multiple reasons for that. We only have one educator on staff that is full time. We do have supporting
educators such as our Ecology director but, again, we only have one person running multiple programs,
running an after school and canoe program. Its very difficult to be able to say ‘I’m going to dedicate my
time after I’ve dedicated three hours with your students’ The flip side is that I’m trying to give them
resources that they can go on ahead and check out by themselves and complete programming themselves
without us being there. Moving forward that is going to be a big thing and not taking up so much of our
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time here. We want to be able to reach as many students as possible within the limited time and capacity
they have
Danie lle : Do you fe e l like the size of the Bronx Rive r Alliance also kind of contribute s to its
succe ss in and make s it more fle xible or do you fe e l like it sort of hinde rs it too?
Kathale ne : I feel like it’s a curse and a blessing at the same time. I'll start with the blessing. it's a blessing
because teachers become familiar with our staff so an educator who has been coming out to the river for
the past 5 years knows September, in the middle of the month, I'm going to meet with Mike Mendez. Mike
Mendez is my point person and we're going to we're going to pull invasives, we do that every year. 10
years, you know, it's always the same faces they always come with the same enthusiasm and we know
teachers really love that, educators absolutely love that.
We are unable to do programming multiple times a day with our scheduling. Some educators will come to
us and say we have 90 students that need to do this program, one educator cannot do 90 students at one
time.
Danie lle : Do you have any me ntors who guide d you in pursuing this particular care e r, this
position e ve n, or ge tting e ngage d in the South Bronx Community?
Kathale ne My biggest mentor is Damian Griffin who was the prior education director at the Bronx River
Alliance, my education coordinator in 2011. I really do hail my success from observing him, taking notes,
etc. ...
Growing up in the Bronx, you think, environment is something completely different. You go to Vermont and
you see environment, you go to California you go to the Rockies, you go to Yellowstone National Park.
That’s environment.. I don’t have environment here in my borough. I watch kids throw Swedish Fish
Wrappers on the floor every day, there’s no way that there’s anything living here. So you know just being
in a canoe on a river, being exposed to it, for those six months really justI made a connection with it,
because I could walk here from my house, I never knew that this was here. I really think that my
undisclosed, my unknown passion for the river really motivated me to really do this for wholeheartedly. I
have Damian to thank for that, if he had not left I would not have this position, so thank you, Damian
Se cond Inte rvie w Linda Cox (Exe cutive Dire ctor of Bronx Rive r Alliance ) March 3, 2016,
Bronx Rive r Alliance Office
Danie lle : Can you e xplain your position in the BX Rive r Alliance
Linda: Well I’ll start off by saying that I have this dual position: I am the Executive Director of the Bronx
River Alliance which is to say I’m the executive director of a nonprofit organization and also I’m Bronx
River administrator for the Parks Department. It’s really a dual appointment which is sort of a sign that
the city does believe in these public and private partnerships enough to be willing to entertain or have some
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situations where people are in a dual reporting situation, reporting to the Board of the nonprofit and
reporting to the Borough commissioner to the Bronx Parks Department.
In most things that I’m doing it would be hard to say, well this is the Alliance and this is the Parks
Department. Its both, always. In the Alliance I’m looking out for fundraising and it goes beyond what a
Parks Department person would be doing and board development. Trying to have a good, strong board is
important and active and some of the advocacy work is kind of, not. You wouldn’t see a Parks department
agency doing it quite the same way as the Bronx River Alliance. In terms, I’m interacting with the Parks
Department all the time. In theory some of the parks managers that work on managing the parkland dual
report to me and the chief of maintenance and operations but in actual fact I don’t think that happens a lot.
With the Parks Department I’m interacting a lot with Capital Development of Parkland, when we create a
new park along the Greenway or we improve existing parks these are all Parks Department Capital
Projects. I do a lot of interacting with the parks capital, to raise the dollars and then to watch out for how
that stuff develops and make it consistent with what the community has as a vision for those spaces. And
then, interacting a lot of time making sure that projects do go forward and problems get solved. In terms of
management and maintenance of parks I’m more indirectly involved.
Danie lle : With grants, and what the Parks De partme nt supplie s, is that what you are
ove rse e ing?
Linda: We do two kinds of fundraising, we seek money from public sources, government grants, elected
officials, foundations, individuals and businesses but we also raise funds that support the Alliance’s work.
In terms of Soiree funding that is done to keep the Alliance’s doors open and do all that, we do, but we
also raise a lot of money from public sources that don’t go into our pockets at all but go into Capital
Projects. So we raised over 150 million dollars that had gone primarily towards Greenway: New parkland,
improved parkland, new connections. That is mostly from either elected officials support and allocations
and/or other govt agencies grant monies. And that doesn’t help us run our programs, it doesn’t support
anybody’s position here or any of that work, it goes straight into the Parks Dept to get things built and
improved.
Danie lle : So the traditional nonprofit would fore go that and just have fundraising for ops,
e ducation e tc?
Linda Yes, or if they were raising money for Capital projects money would come into their doors and they
would spend that money for capital projects.
Danie lle : The Alliance is a fairly unique organization, I’m trying to cate gorize it…
Do you fe e l like the re are limitations that this unique structure has as oppose d to a traditional
nonprofit, doe s the Parks De partme nt make things difficult to ge t done ?
Linda: Well you could turn it the other way and say, because we are so closely integrated with the Parks
Dept in some ways we have an opportunity to work on the inside and being sure that these public
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investments are being carried out consistently with our communitywide vision. To make improvements on
public parkland or public lands period, if you’re a nonprofit doing that without being closely and insync
with the public agency, you just run a real risk that you come up with the ideas and raise the money but
then you have to watch it get translated by the public agency and it turns out that’s not what people want.
What they want is lost in translation. Or simply, how can you expect to make changes on public lands if
you don’t put those dollars in public hands? So by being closely connected we have that opportunity to plug
for creating improvements. The idea is that they’re going to be maintained by the public domain and public
dollars will be spent to maintain them and that’s tricky because the city is constantly feeling very poor and
in general public lands are not the strong suit for the US in terms of how well they’re maintained, and
we’ve heard that before.
They would love for us to just be raising the money that’s meant to maintain them and we’re not capable
of doing that. Central Park [Conservancy] is, and we’re pretty much not.
When it comes to parkland, people love to help out with what they can, what’s outside their front yard, and
that’s very surprising. There is a risk of inequity that unless you really do count on the public sector to
equitably pay for improvements or pay for things like that.
Danie lle : Do you fe e l like the Bronx Rive r Alliance itse lf is organize d topdown or bottom up?
Doe s the board dictate de cisions or doe s staff make re comme ndations and the board works
with the m? Doe s change come from e ducation, gre e nway, e tc?
Linda: I think it is more bottomup, the board does help define kind of the culture of the organization. For
example in the funding the board and the Alliance collectively embrace the idea that any jobs we create
we want them to be living wage jobs with benefits and with a familyfriendly attitude too. That is baked
into the culture of the organization from the founding board. But what programs we do and how we use
our energy is coming more from the baseup. We have the greenway team and the ecology team that part
of their purpose is to keep us in touch with various partner organizations that we work with. They don’t
call the shots exactly but we bring programs to them for discussion like our areas of advocacy. It’s kind of
with that mind and we also have the team leaders be opportunities to be on the board. To keep at a
minimum a dialogue between lower and upper leadership of the program. Program people have lots of
room for creativity and innovation for their programs and if they have the enthusiasm and drive for it and
we can figure out how to raise the money for it that will be what really drives me forward. If we were to
lose that, where would we be?
Danie lle : What would you say is the role of the board?
Linda There is a notion that boards have a growth arc from starting out from an all volunteer founding
board getting things going and doing things and it moves towards lifting away and moving a bit to a
governance board. It’s pertinent to us because I’ve seen that our board, whenever we have a retreat, we
should investigate what we’re doing. When I arrived they found an insurance provider for us, other things
to guide our work a bit. That’s changed now, as it should, now the board’s role is they have a fiduciary
responsibility that we’re conducting an organization in a sustainable way. Many things can kill an
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organization from corruption to spending too much. Keeping an eye on our finances and making sure we
are financially stable, raising or help raising funds for us. Our board is interested in bringing resources in as
a part of that arc.
Another role that board has in this sort of era is to be ambassadors for the organization, spread the word
for us and make an awareness of the good stuff we’re doing. Our board does that, could do more of that
I’d say, finding the mechanisms that help them do that is part of the trick. Our advocacy role is the hardest
for us to do with our close role to the parks department. When we want to take a real advocacy position, I
am not the one to carry that forward I look to the board to carry that forward to make it clear that it's the
nonprofit speaking and not the parks department speaking because I’m not trying to speak for the parks
department. I’ll look to the chair or the team leaders or the board as a whole to be speaking to that
position. And if I get into something that's sticky with the Parks Department I turn to the board to express
the Alliance’s view on this. That's unusual for organizations and one of the ways we deal with the
relationship with the parks department.
Making sure the Alliance can maintain independence where it needs to. Can find the policy for taking a
stand. To some degree we are a bit of a model. Lots of other open space organizations come in and ask
us, how do you do this? What this is about is, how do you stay grounded in a community when you’re
working hand and glove with public agencies? We’re always trying to grapple with that question. A lot of it
is about the relationships between the teams and the boards. As we’ve changed and as the board changed
we have to see what to do
Danie lle : Do you fe e l like the Bronx Rive r Alliance is an original mode l? Was it re plicate d
some whe re e lse ?
Linda: I think that in the formation they looked closely at Prospect Park Alliance, which is actually quite
different, but the Prospect Park Alliance has the dual position and they have borrowed from there. I think
probably a number of other elements they looked at Prospect Park Alliance. That’s the main thing I’m
aware of that they’re really borrowing, Whether others imitate us… we do have a number of organizations
come and ask, such as a newly created conservancy for Flushing. Their question was, how do we build a
community voice in this? They came up with quite different answers, their board has the city with a big
role in appointing the members which is unusual and questionable because you really want your board to
be supporters, you don’t want them to be just representatives of elected officials or something. You want
them to be heart and soul connected to that organization enough that they will reach into their own pockets
and persuade their friends that it’s worth caring about and that’s not generally what it feels like when
you're appointed to a commission or something like that. But what they did do was a couple of
representatives of their community advisory group will be placed on the board, and I think the discussions
with us were part of their way towards feeling something like that. They and Gowanus Canal Creek
Conservancy. We’ve compared notes with Boston as well. A group from a portion of Chesapeake Bay
wanted insight into our crew.
There has been some international back and forth as well.
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Danie lle : In your e xpe rie nce talking with the community, me mbe rs, maybe some who are n’t
me mbe rs who have still obse rve d the Alliance ’s work, what has be e n a ge ne ral re sponse or
some unique critique s that the y had. Anything that stands out to you in particular?
Linda: We get a lot of thank yous about the river looking better. People will come up to the crew and say
“Thank You” and “Can I Help?”and ask how can they help. With this oil spill you look at Facebook they
say “Ugh after all our work” That’s great because that’s what we’re striving for.
Danie lle : Did you have any me ntors he re ?
Linda Tupper Thomas, who was a longtime head of PPA and Administrator for PPA and created the
nonprofit to go with it. I met her when I was a foundation officer, at the foundation supporting her work
and I’ve stayed in touch with her for all these years.
I was really blessed when I came on board here by several board members but especially Alexis Torres
Fleming, head of YMPJ, helped found BXRA. She and I have different backgrounds, areas of strength but
she’s so important to me because everything was starting then and we were trying to figure all that out. I
think we both loved and respected each other, the sort of culture of the organization. She was profoundly
important to that.
Claudia Ibave n (Gre e nway Coordinator) Inte rvie w March 14, 2016, Bronx Rive r Alliance Office
Danie lle : Start by introducing yourse lf and talk about what you do as Gre e nway Coordinator
Claudia: My name is Claudia Ibaven, I am Greenway Coordinator, I’ve been with the Alliance for more
than two years and what I do is I check on the development of the greenway and that involves being in
touch with the management of projects, Capital Projects. Also I bring community members to this process
of Capital Project Development. We have the greenway team, which is just discussing how we promote
and pay for the Greenway, so that way we can have a full, connected greenway in the Bronx.
We also try to promote programming, I organize the annual bike ride and raise capital funds!
Danie lle : Is the re a political proce ss, for ge tting Capital Funds? Or are you just imple me nting
stuff that the Bronx Rive r Alliance alre ady has obtaine d?
Claudia: There are ways we raise funds. The one I’ve been involved in is through elected officials and
kind of like physical year’s funding. I will create the form or the request of the Capital Project and submit
to the office or the borough president.
Danie lle : So it is usually the Bronx Borough Pre side nt. Doe s it involve the Community Boards?
Claudia: People who usually give a response for the Capital projects are council members but it’s always
good to have community boards involved and supporting the projects. I’ve also been in touch with
community board members to explain the projects and to get letters of support. The other ways we can
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get support is through grant applications and they can be city, state, federal. The last one we got was from
Federal, for the Department of Transportation. We are able to submit this application on behalf of NYC
Parks because of the close relationship we have for them. They understand our involvement because
that’s our mission, part of our goal. With that, it’s sometimes easier to apply through the city instead of a
nonprofit through different grant applications it’s usually when it’s coming from advocacy. Those kinds of
applications are very competitive. We gathered letters of support from everyone we know, who we
thought was appropriate, Department of Transportation, local partners related to transportation, partners
who are interested in the reinvestment of the Bronx River. There are districts of the project in particular,
state Department of Transportation AmTrak, Federal people (State Senator Jose Serrano) Dept of
Interior, National parks service. Many different types of letters of support from different levels.
Danie lle : What do the Le tte rs of Support do? Do ce rtain pe ople give a stronge r le tte r of
support than othe rs?
Claudia: It depends on the grant application, if it has to do with transportation then it will be best to get
support from those related to transportation. Most of the elected officials are really procommunity
improvement. Most elected officials support the greenway because it will give more jobs, access to parks,
and a greener Bronx.
Danie lle : Do you think the re are limitations with the re lationship with the Parks De partme nt or
no?
Claudia: When it comes to advocating, we are not in that role because we don’t want to speak for the
Parks Dept. But we do have a really close relationship with other partners that can do that for us,
Danie lle : So you have diffe re nt organizations spe ak for you? The Board?

Claudia: I guess it is just a different way to advocate for something but it takes some of your time to be
really close to your partners and prove how important it is. Citywide, their priority is not the Bronx, if you
think about it. [Parks Department] Project Managers are just doing their job. They have a lot of projects,
they’re not just thinking about the Bronx River. Sometimes we would like them to have our projects as a
priority but we also understand that they’re dealing with citywide types of things. Its a matter of trying to
get in touch with them or make everything possible to keep things moving forward
Danie lle : What do you fe e l that the Bronx Rive r Alliance is organize d like ? Top Down or
Bottom Up?
Claudia: I don’t think it’s top down. I feel I can express my opinions about what will work what will not
work, of course I think experience and their own skills are of course for me to ask. I can see that in
people but I don’t feel that I am being told what to do. I think it’s more overlapping and collaborating with
everyone.
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Danie lle : Do you think that the organizational structure of the Bronx Rive r alliance is unique ?
Have you worke d for organizations whose structure is similar?
Claudia: I don’t think I have worked similar to what I’m doing right now. The other nonprofit didn’t have
city backing or anything.
Danie lle : In te rms of Capital Proje cts, do you inte ract dire ctly with community me mbe rs? Do
you ge t fe e dback from the m? Is it ge ne rally positive ?
Claudia: Capital Projects take a long time, especially if it goes through the city, coming from the local
partners that’s the issue. “We have seen this project for a while and it’s not completed yet.” It was
supposed to start construction in 2010 and it’s not completed yet. As much as we try to understand city
agencies and their full process sometimes it just takes for us too…like.one of the times we saw a project
that was kinda like taking too much and we didn’t hear anything from the parks department, the Greenway
team sent a letter to ask about the project to that’s when the local partners know, taking action or putting
pressure on it.
Danie lle : The y’re [local partne rs] usually stake holde rs in the community?
Claudia: Yes
Danie lle : So some of the m are private firms, planne rs in NYC?
Claudia: You can be a resident, someone that is a part of another organization, really anyone?
Danie lle : I also notice d you take a role in the Bronx Rive r House , is that a part of our gre e nway
plan. How did that fit in?
Claudia: It’s a Capital Project, it’s because I have an architectural background I understand the process
of construction. It is part of the Greenway but I got more involved because of my background. Some of
the things we did not expect we were going to be involved in. For furnishing we did not expect to be
involved in, I was the one taking that in. Because I know more about the River House, the actual building,
I’m getting more involved in the operations of it, so for the whole organization people usually come to me
whether we’re doing River House, whenever there is a question about it.
Danie lle : Is it more of an inde pe nde nt ve nture for the Alliance [Rive r House ]?
Claudia: Its park land, it’s a parks building, but we will have a lot more responsibilities than we have now.
People operating and managing the building is not us now but when we go to River House we will have to
manage the building. We will have to deal with cleaning, with a classroom a boathouse. It will change the
way we operate.
Danie lle : Do you think it will re pre se nt a challe nge or will it make things e asie r?
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Claudia: I think change is a challenge but it will bring up other opportunities
Danie lle : Do you have any me ntors or has be ing involve d in urban re vitalization a passion of
yours?
Claudia: Throughout architecture I’ve had good professors that were more involved in landscape, urban
environments that in a way guided me to do that. My previous boss who was also a landscape architect,
we had to design something based on native vegetation, stormwater capture. That guided me to go
towards this path. My Master’s, being community focused, made me go towards a community
development organization. I had good professors that kept me interested and I think Community
Development was one of my issues when I was involved in architecture. The whole notion of architecture
is always to do with high end and expensive things that are not for everyone. That was not for me, I
wanted to do something for everyone, which was open space. That involved communities.
Danie lle : Any last comme nts on the Gre e nway Te am?
Claudia: No I think that’s it, except just grants. For me, the grants I get involved with are going to Parks,
to the projects, but not the Alliance.
Majora Carte r (Social Entre pre ne ur, Founde r of Sustainable South Bronx, Majora Carte r Group
Forme r Board Me mbe r of Bronx Rive r Alliance ) Inte rvie w, March 5, 2016, Majora Carte r
Group Office
Majora: Jenny Hoffner, was the woman who was hired by the Waterworks Grant (US Bar), found me,
[and] everyone working on the river and literally was the one who gave everyone another avenue, the
amazing natural resource. She said, just show up, we’re looking for folks doing restoration projects.
I knew there was a river, it was on subway maps and there was a parkway named after it, I even saw it
when we went across the Bruckner, but it never read river. Not to me, and certainly not to most people in
the community. When I first found that river it was like, “Oh my god.” I wrote that proposal, got the
$10,000 seed grant that allowed me to do what I did at The Point. It paid for things like a mural on an old
shipping container, just stuff. That’s really what sparked certainly my imagination about the potential of
developing [what] the river can be. With the Bronx River Alliance, I think it’s one of the smartest things
which is that it did what most nonprofits are incapable of doing, which is develop a real, structured way of
working with bringing people together so they can experience a collective action but also develop their
own autonomy and use their best approaches. What they really hold dear and valuable in order to advance
what everybody wants done, was the restoration of the river. Who can argue with that? The individual
groups along the river, all had different reasons for wanting to be a part of it. YMPJ had different reasons,
Bissel gardens had different reasons, even different city agencies had different reasons for being there. I
think that’s one of the smartest things that happened there as a part of “activism” involved in the lower
reaches of the Bronx River in particular. All different organizations were working together and needed to
find common cause on what we agreed on, but that totally came from Jenny.

59

Danie lle : What got you going with SSBX, what was the jump from the Point?
Majora: Initially my interest, which is the same as it is now. The river, to me, was a means to an end goal
which is better economic development along the river. I defined economic development very broadly so
initially it was around getting people employed around the restoration of the river as well as green jobs. For
me that was the very beginning. I loved the river, but ultimately the river is a part of the community and
the people are the most important thing. If they are not in a position where they can actively be engaged
and usually that is their means, but poor people are easily pushed around, I don’t care what color they are
it is easier to push poorer people around and the history of the world proves that point.
So, for me it is really how we use the tools of support to help those in the local community and so green
job creation was one of the first things we did. And so I left The Point. In the mid 90’s I came home and
lived with my parents, I started working at The Point and had every interest in staying there but then I
decided to run for City Council back in 2000 the term limits were established, but before that you could be
council members all your life. Half of the seats were open including ours, the seat was open and I thought
I could run for that seat. The reason why we have so many environmental problems in NY State is that
we don’t have anyone setting standards for what should be good policy, on that level in our district. It was
really encouraging me as a kid, I was 30, because I really felt strongly about using what talents I had to
improve the community. But I ended up dropping the campaign because the leadership at The Point really
hated my running and so I ended up just leaving because they went on to demoralize and be destructive to
the campaign so I found that there were other things I could do and they did help me with that, but that is
why I started Sustainable South Bronx. That was 2001, I opened my first office in a little storefront, Hunts
Point Alliance for Children now owns it.
The head of the EPA came to the opening of the office. We hosted her because I was going to show up to
an event they were doing and I negotiated and said “if you come to this neighborhood without local support
you will not have the vote,” and so she was there.
Danie lle : What do you think about local politicians? Jose Se rrano?
Majora: He was talking more about environmental justice more than anyone else was. Hunts Point
Awareness, who were teachers or caretakers of kids who noticed the smell from the river, were happy
when younger people could take over. They were a group of really concerned women. That was one of
the things they worked on even before they got involved, Jose Serrano got involved. He totally got it, and
when there was a groundswell of people on the ground he just took the ball and ran for it. He also saw the
big picture. The environment wasn’t just nasty with pollution. How do you create an environment that is
livable? This river is way bigger than any one entity or any one part of government. Its gotten a whole lot
better since we began.
Danie lle : What do you fe e l is the role of Majora Carte r Group in the Bronx Rive r Improve me nt.
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Majora: I feel, loftily, that first it is a woman of color owned business and also a local woman of color
owned business of which there is, I can count one. With local dollars circulating in local economy. There is
still this feeling that local companies just reinvest their money elsewhere, that’s just the way it works. So
the fact that I live around the corner, I hire locally, that just does not happen. The example of that, just
does not happen, that’s crucially important. No one really talks about that, but I’m okay with that because
it’s not that folks don’t see it, they do and they know it works. That is unusual around here.
Straight up, we are producing economic development that would open it up for mixed use economic
development. We are reducing brain drain in the community. What generally happens in low status
communities like this one is that there is a real push for smart hardworking kids is that you measure your
success by how far you get away from a place. If you stay here you will always be nowhere, that’s not
just said in inner city ghettos that’s what’s said on the reservations, coal mining towns, former rustbelt
towns. The ones that stayed were considered the ones who were not working enough to leave.
Why do we say that there are some communities that are destined for failure but that’s what we do in
terms of economy and elements that we see continuously placed in these places? You won’t find places
where you can invest your equity in. You don’t find places where you can just hang out. Even people who
can afford to leave the neighborhood and eventually do, and this is due in part to the housing market in the
community being so financially depressed, the subsidies available creates these places. You can get more
if you rent out to a person that’s not working, that does not have a job. There are subsidy programs that
pay for that. It creates a greater concentration of poverty instead of a sense of aspiration to get out of
poverty. If you are a super poor person who sees only poor people, what else can you be? We need to
create the sense of aspiration and possibility, and the only way to do that is to create a social interaction
that enables people to do that, such as the coffee shop we’re currently putting together. We want people to
reconsider staying there, and being a part of the community...
[The coffee house], it’s a great joint venture. What is interesting is that I feel I have been incredibly
consistent and using economic development to provide goods in the community that people want. I’m tired
that people are not given any means to spend money on good things. Why don’t we help them spend their
money here and feel better about your own neighborhood and want to stay here? Some folks immediately
hate it, saying that “you’re gentrifying it,” but they are saying that it will be more expensive.. what a lot of
people find unacceptable is that many people feel that nice things should not belong there, to people in
those communities...
Danie lle : Maybe the y’re misunde rstanding what ge ntrification is?
Majora: I like to think that we’re doing selfgentrification. What’s not to like about better coffee shops,
better schools? I think people are constantly tired of feeling like they’re constantly second fiddle to
everything. We felt compelled to do it, though, because we know the value of the proposition is already
there. People spend money on this, why not keep them here? We’ve gotten so much love from so many
people and people are like, “when is it going to open?”
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Danie lle : How did you make the le ap from be ing in a part of job training to ge tting to a whole
ne w fie ld?
Majora: I’ve always had reverse founder syndrome. I was getting sick from working myself into a
hospital. We kept pace but it came at the net loss of my own health. The 4 years before I left, I really felt
I had to go. I wasn’t in a place in my life that I could advocate for myself. The next year I won a
MacArthur I felt I couldn’t take the money and run even though I wanted to. It got to the point where I
was literally bringing in a third of the money through speaking arrangements. It was really, really hard.
Women who run nonprofit organizations are, first of all, paid a ridiculously low rate compared to men and
women of color more so. I had been hustling double time, and I bet that they would get someone else to
come fill in the gap. They were not interested. Doing the speaking gig showed me that there was a market
for what I wanted. I thought I could take that money and make investments in my own foundation. First
we looked into urban agriculture projects, but that made me never want to work in urban agriculture again
because it’s just not economically viable not just in a tightly dense urban area quite like this or really
anywhere.
There were plenty of other things that we could do, market based solutions that could deal with the lack of
diversity that we were seeing. We were able to do that, having the flexibility of my own organization in
Majora Carter Group was great because I don’t have to answer to anybody.
Danie lle : Do you fe e l that the functions that MCG and othe r B Corps have could re place
nonprofits or inte rce de or do things that othe r nonprofits can’t do?
Majora: I think that as a business our job is to succeed it is not to be beholden to the whims of the
philanthropic world. This is where I have a serious business with nonprofits. Our tech company is being
incubated under a nonprofit. I do think that social enterprises do advocacy more so than the nonprofits
whose sole goal is something. If you do set up the policy and goals then you can do a lot, we set up SWIM
together (with BXRA) which was great and it’s now citywide. Green roof installers were now able to get
more people with the tax rebate we had passed. We always were pushing for more, but if we were not
pushing for results designed with alleviating poverty then … what are we doing
Danie le : Maybe nonprofits are n’t always the solution, for sure , it may cre ate more of a re liance
on the organization itse lf?
Majora: Yeah, people could rely on this shellbased thing that isn’t producing anything, if the nonprofit
itself does not produce enough. Everytime I hear that we’re the poorest, I say “You’ve been saying that
for more than 20 years.” Everything I do now is everything I do to remove that stigma. Until we redevelop
spots and get more families that are middle class we won’t see any more change and just see continuing
concentrations of poverty. We need to continuously figure out ways to see this happen.
Danie lle : It would be gre at to ge t the ball rolling with local e conomic de ve lopme nt.
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Majora: Yeah we are hoping to see local, foodbased entrepreneurs. They opened a restaurant incubator
in Brooklyn. There is a city based business incubator. But what we notice is that no businesses there
actually came from the community. People are young entrepreneurs there but the whole point is to grow
their business out of this place, it’s not like they’re building their business and staying put. Unlike ours in
which businesses are building their market, staying in this community and want to open up somewhere
close where it’s still more economic development. It’s a lovely space, but none of them need to be there.
The clientele they want are a part of their community, so that means even more local economic
development. We’re very excited about that.
There isn’t much of a merchant’s association, There is a BID or a Merchant’s Association but many folks
around here feel completely alone, that’s the job we’ve given ourselves. There are resources we have
leveraged to give ourselves. There needs to be a whole block or people will forget about you. If you play a
certain way you will always get supported but if you stick your neck out then you get ignored. We want
people to move out of poverty, not out of the community. Even though I’m from around the corner I’m still
considered to be carpetbagging. I’m a public figure at this point so I’ll tolerate it but I think our work will
speak for ourselves.
Danie lle : Do you have any particular me ntor or maybe a school of thought or the ory that you
follow?
Majora: Roberta Gratz, who worked with Jane Jacobs, carried on the tradition of urban development. She
thought of the idea of a livable, walkable city. She’s influenced how I think about communities. Roberta
was a part of a family that lived down there and it was destroyed by the construction of the city. Living
City is a book that would be important to check out.

